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When Zora Won't Read
BY STEFFANIE BOWLES
Juggling Pippi Longstocking, Skippyjon Jones and the Big Bones, and the puppet theater in one hand, I sat
down on the floor of the bookstore. Taking a box of Bob books from the shelf, I called Zora over. "What do you
think of these?" I asked her, opening the box and pulling a book out randomly. She had been poised at the edge
of being able to decode words now for months, and I was in pursuit of a decodable text1 she'd be willing to read.
"Ugly!" she said, leaning forward, balancing on one foot, ready to take flight. Not to be discouraged, I directed
her attention to the text. "Im/ /al /ti" I said slowly, pointing to the word at the bottom of the page. "Mat," she
sounded out. I ran my finger under the next word. "Isl /al It/" she read slowly. "Boring!" she proclaimed, and
ran off.
I looked at the little book with simple hand drawn
black and white illustrations and sighed, put it back
in its box and returned it to the shelf. I would have to
find a book that was decodable and attractive.

*****
I have been thinking once again of my daughter,
Zora, everything I know of her tumbling, spilling,
spinning into all that I've come to understand about
books and reading, decoding, fluency, developmental
stages and readiness, the pleasures of literature.
I remember the wonderment of teaching a child to
read, catching my breath as they struggled to decode
a new word don't tell him, excitement bubbling up
in both of us as we looked at each other I did it!
in shock and awe. How much more glorious it has
been to share this journey with my own child, this
girl of my heart, the favored books of children past
becoming favorites once again, new favorites joining
the old but different this time. While past students
struggled and stumbled, this time around it seemed I
had a natural reader, teetering on the edge between
emergent and "real" reading, just waiting for me to
nudge her all the way over.

*****
I quickly grabbed two books from the box I'd just
gotten from Scholastic and hurried to the bedroom
where Joe and Zora lay waiting for me. Nice and
snug in her sleeper, Zora lay propped up at the head
of the bed while Joe sprawled out, apparently trying
to sneak in a few minutes of sleep. Thinking the high
contrast, black and white drawings of Blueberries for
Sal would catch Zora's attention, 2 I started reading.
It didn't take long before I noticed the baby was
sliding down and out of view of the book. Gently I
eased her back onto the pillow. She slid down again.
I propped her back up. She began to fuss, waving her
arms and crying. I flung down the book in exaspera-
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tion and went to get ready for bed. Obviously this
read-aloud thing was not working.
"Oh boy! What a mess!" I heard my husband reading from the bedroom. "Food is everywhere-on my
nose ... " He was getting wound up now, reading each
page in a different voice, leaning toward the politically incorrect as he created accents that matched
the ethnicity of the baby, improvising comments and
asides. I returned to the bedroom to see how Zora
was taking this performance and found the two of
them laying flat on the bed, staring up at the book,
Zora riveted to the pictures and reaching up toward
the pages. It looked like Daddy's book was a hit.

*****
It has been difficult to restrain myself from a
completely unbridled preoccupation with teaching
my daughter to read. As a past teacher of students
with learning disabilities who has a PhD in reading
education, I would find it be easy to turn my child
into a glorified science project, perfect subject of a
longitudinal study of literacy development with a
large dose of technology thrown in for good measure.
What saves us from this dire state is our mutual
obsession with books, every imaginable type of book,
taking over her bedroom and spilling out and into
the rest of the house, ready to be seized upon at any
moment, to be read and reread until they've entered
the memory banks, to be called forth for the nightly
bedtime performance, recited in their entirety
with perfect inflection. Books that make us laugh,
books that make us contemplative, books that lose
their pages to a frustrated rip, books that shouldn't
work--<:hapter books, fractured fairy tales that we
haven't read the original versions of, books with four
stories on each page, books that mess with every
convention and rule of thumb, we read them all. If
I had learned anything from my tenure as an LD
teacher, it was that sometimes rules were meant to
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be broken. I'm not sure why I was so surprised when
that turned out to be true for Zora as well.

*****
Zora was taking a bath when I decided to sneak
downstairs and grab the book I was using to prep for
my next class. Running back upstairs, I sat down in
the hallway outside the bathroom door, hoping that
she would play in the tub long enough for me to read
the chapter highlights. The upcoming session was
one dealing with Direct Instruction, 3 not one of my
favorite models. The previous evening I had viewed
the CD-Rom that accompanied the reference text1
I was using to supplement my lecture and seethed
over a docile group of uniformed children robotically
mimicking the teacher's pronunciation of phonemes.
As I settled down on the floor to review the chapter,
one of the strategies caught my eye. This would never
work, I thought.
"Zora!" I called out. "Would you like to play a game?"
"What kind of game, Mama?"
"It's a word game. I'm going to say a word very
slowly, and I want you to say it fast. Ready? IC I I al
It I. Say it fast!"
Silence hung loudly in the bathroom. Finally a
hesitant little voice said, "What, Momma?"
I knew this wouldn't work, I thought smugly to
myself. I looked back quickly to the script that was in
the book. Oh! I had forgotten something. "Let's do it
again. /Cl /al /ti Cat!Ready?Yourturn. /Cl /al
It/."

"Cat," came a small voice from the bathroom.
"Good!" I called, wondering if she really knew the
answer or had just memorized it. "Let's try another
one now," I said, deviating once again from the script.
"/Bl /al It/ .... "
"Bat," came the voice, more confident now.
"Wow!" I said, jumping up and going into the bathroom. Peeking into the tub, I saw Zora sitting in
the water, a proud look on her face. "Bat! Like those
things that fly around and hang upside down, and on
Hallo ween!"
I laughed, listening to her rambling on about bats.
My brilliant, sparkling child, her eyes flashing,
impressing me with her phonemic awareness skills
and extensive knowledge of flying rodents. She
reminded me so much of my limited forays into
Direct Instruction with my struggling adolescent
readers, who did exactly the same thing, so unlike the
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automatons on the video I had seen, me unable and
unwilling to stick with the script and cut off such talk
as wrong or "off task." Zora would surprise me in the
days and weeks to come by delighting in decontextualized phonemic awareness activities, breaking words
apart into sounds, asking how to spell phonemes, and
stringing together rhyming sounds into an endlessly
annoying scat rhythm to accompany other mundane
tasks of daily life. She loved interesting stories, crazy
busy illustrations and funny rhyming books but
damn, this girl liked her phonics drills too.

*****
Eventually there came a time when Zora knew all of
her letter sounds, could break apart words into phonemes, and recite entire books and even book chapters verbatim with perfect rhythm and inflection. I
waited for her literacy skills to develop further, but
they seemed to come to a halt. I wasn't anxious, more
curious as to how she could possess the component
skills of emergent literacy without moving toward
recognizing or sounding out individual words. As I
thought about it, we continued reading. Dr. Seuss.
Reading Recovery little books. Jann Brett. Skippyjon
Jones. Charlie and Lola. Bad Kitty. Occasionally
I would run my fingers under the words as I read,
point out a word here or there, or ask her to show me
a particular word5 with no results. Still she delighted
in hearing a favorite story, over and over again until
she could "read" it to me precisely as I had read it
to her. For the most part, I simply read the book
with as much enthusiasm as I could muster after a
long day and many nights with the same treasured
favorite. In spite of my analytical eye toward Zora's
reading development, nothing bugged me more than
to "school up" a good book.
Finally, having gotten nowhere with decoding text,
I decided it might be fun to point out that words
were consistently spelled the same and once a word
was memorized, would be the same word no matter
where it was an encountered. Perhaps a sight word
approach6 would be effective. Again, this method
wasn't a particular favorite of mine, but Zora had
already demonstrated that her preferences didn't
always align with mine.

*****
Sitting at the kitchen table watching Zora clean up
her Play Doh, I was getting a bit restless. "Hey!" I
called out. "Do you want to do a word game?"
"What word game Mama?" she asked, looking a bit
doubtful.
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"Hang on, I'll get it," I said, running to the office to
grab the new sight word flash cards I had recently
bought at Target. "Look at these!" I said, running
back into the kitchen and waving the box toward
her. "This is how it works. You have a stack of cards,
and any word you can read, you can keep in your
own stack. Those will be Zora's words, and you'll
get to add to your stack when you learn new words."
I quickly pulled a few words that I knew she was
familiar with from the deck and laid them out on the
table. "What's this word?" I asked, putting the card
with "cat" on it in front of her.
She stared at me, the look on her face suggesting this
was perhaps one of the dumber things we had done
together.
Not easily dissuaded, I pointed to the card. "Cat!" I
called out gaily. "How about this one?" I put a card
with "I" on it in front of her.
"I!" she said excitedly, grabbing the card and placing
it on the table in front of her.

Encouraged, I pulled out the "an" card. She stared at it,
furrowing her brow. I placed my finger under the a and
then then. Nothing. "/Al In/," I pronounced slowly.
''AN!" she cried out, snatching the card.
As I quickly looked for another card she might know,
Zora suddenly jumped up, shoved the cards away
from her, and yelled, "This is boring! These cards
are ugly! I don't like this game!'' She was up and out,
cards scattered on the floor behind her as she left the
kitchen in search of more exciting pursuits. Perhaps
sight words was not the right strategy after all.

*****
In the end, there were two things that bumped her
along to the next stage of development, one that
came right from her and the other that was more
my idea. I had long read that some children learn to
read best by reading what they have written. 7 While
Zora seemed to have no interest in decoding, she was
intrigued by the written word and loved to "write"
me messages and sign her name. The Christmas
season found her delighting in writing nametags for
presents and signing her name. I was amazed to see
her begin to engage in invented spelling8 and struggle to form her letters correctly. Teaching students
with learning disabilities had not led to observing
too many children learning to read by writing, but
it seemed I had one who fit this description. Soon
the house was filled with papers containing strings
of letters only a mother could love, particularly the
drawings that had "To Mom" written on them in an
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unsteady hand. Adding some tape created instant
"books" that frustrated their author to no end by
constantly shedding pages. All that story reading
had definitely had an effect on Zora, who proudly
proclaimed herself "an author."
The other idea was purely mine. Remembering Zora's
poor reaction to the flash card game, I thought if
sight words were to stand a chance I needed a novel
approach. Remembering a Dick and Jane book a
friend had given to us, I pulled it out one day as we
were reading books in her room. The illustrations
and simple stories got Zora's attention and she
quickly figured out the same words were repeated to
create a narrative. 9 Slowly at first and then picking
up speed, she read the first stories. As I listened to
her slow and labored reading, I couldn't help but
think it was funny to be so excited over her halting
attempts when just a few weeks before she had
memorized books so well it sounded as if she was
a fluent and expressive reader. As it turned out, I
wasn't the only one to notice this dichotomy.

*****
"Mama, would you help me read me this book?" Zora
started crawling into my lap as I attempted to finish
an e-mail with one of her decodable little books in
hand.
"Let's see, we've read this one, let's see if you can
read it to me," I told her, trying to see over her head.
Finishing my mail at last, I settled into a more
comfortable position. Opening the book, I put my
finger under the first letter and ran it under the word
as Zora began sounding out the words. In this manner we slowly read two pages.
"Mama," she sighed, "can you just read it to me?"
"What's the matter? You're doing well, you're reading
it," I responded. I could tell this didn't satisfy her by
the sad, almost wistful look on her face. Suddenly I
had a hunch. "Do you like it when I read it faster?" I
asked her.
Looking at me with her big eyes, she seemed almost
relieved. ''Yes!" she replied.
"Well, the more you practice the faster you get. It isn't
all about fast anyway, you want to make it sound
good too10," I pointed out. Her face got cloudy again.
"But I'll be happy to read it."
We settled back as I read the book with as much
enthusiasm as I could muster. I suddenly wondered
if all that great modeling of fluent reading had been
more of a help or a hindrance.
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My daughter, Zora, can read, but she often chooses
not to. These days she still loves for anyone to read
to her, and she's almost lost that crazy ability to
memorize her books. Instead she likes to find words
she knows in texts she sees out in the world, suddenly calling out "Mama! That says 'No!"' with much
delight. Occasionally when I am reading she will
point out a word she knows, ask if that funny thing
is a letter g, or insist on echo reading an entire book.
I know now that she has the skills to read, and one
day she'll decide it's time to do it all herself. I no longer worry some accident of poor teaching will render
her illiterate, because I figure she still has plenty of
time to develop into a conventional reader. She may
balk now, but I can probably relax. Zora, you see, is
still only 3. She has some room to grow.
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Endnotes
1
Decodable texts are those that use words
made up of familiar sound-spelling correspondences
and known sight words. Whether or not a text is
decodable depends on what experiences and instruction a child has had before encountering the text
(Smith, n.d.). Decodable texts are often leveled, with
those using consonant-vowel-consonant patterns
considered easier and those using multisyllabic
words and irregular phonics patterns considered
most difficult (Hoffman, Sailors, & Patterson, 2002).
Decodable texts became more prevalent after the
publication of the Becoming a Nation of Readers
(Anderson et. al, 1985), which recommended that
beginning readers use texts that are controlled and
decodable.
2
Infants who are only several months old tend
to prefer books with high contrast black-and-white
images, colorful designs, and faces (Honig, 2004).
3
Direct Instruction (DI) is an instructional
model developed by Siegfried Engelmann and Wesley
Becker. This model emphasizes lessons designed
around carefully sequenced small learning increments and clearly defined and prescribed teaching
behaviors. DI deemphasizes teacher creativity and
autonomy, and instruction revolves around highly
structured teacher and student scripts (National
institute for direct instruction, n.d.).
4
The textbook being reviewed was Reading
Instruction for Students Who Are At Risk or Have
Disabilities (Bursuck & Darner, 2007), and the
accompanying Teaching Demonstrations DVD.
5
Marie Clay, founder of the Reading Recovery
model, first coined the term Emergent Literacy. Children in this stage of literacy development, although
not readers in the traditional sense, possess many
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prerequisite skills for reading, including what is
known as conventions of print: reading and writing
progress from left to right, spaces are necessary
between words, and that letters and words have
uniform shapes and sizes (Heller, 1995). Tracking
print while reading aloud, pointing out the qualities
of words, and asking children questions about print
have been linked with helping children transition
from emergent to early literacy (Justice & Ezell,
2004).
6
It is widely accepted that to be successful,
readers must have a certain number of words in
their sight vocabulary--words they recognize immediately on sight without the need to decode. Many
sight words do not follow a regular sound-symbol
correspondence and cannot be decoded. Developing
a personal bank of sight words that a child uses for
practice, games, or drill is a frequently used strategy
in the lower grades and remedial programs. There
are many resources for teachers based on this idea
(see Dappen, n.d.).

7
The Four Blocks literacy model, developed
by Patricia Cunningham and Dorothy Hall, is based
on the idea that while historically many models
have been used to teach some students to read and
write effectively, no one model will meet the needs
of every student. Four Blocks integrates the four
most popular models for literacy instruction (guided
reading, writing, phonics, and independent reading)
to support the learning styles of a wider variety of
children. For some children, writing is their path to
reading (Four blocks: Writing, n.d.; Cunningham &
Allington, 1999).
8
Children's spelling ability typically progresses through five stages throughout the primary
grades. Invented or phonetic spelling follows the
prephonemic stage, in which there is no correspondence between what a child records on paper and the
sounds of the words, and the early phonemic stage,
in which a few letters are used to represent the
sounds in words. Phonetic spellers represent most of
the sounds that can be heard in a word, and most of
their writing is readable (Heller, 1995). As children
learn to listen for the sounds in words to write them
down, they also strengthen their ability to decode
unknown words (Four blocks: Writing, n.d.; Johnson,
Juel, & Invernizzi, 1998)
9
Historically, there has been some debate
over the best way to foster sight word acquisition.
While some studies have shown one method to be
more effective for particular students (Krieger, 1981;
Kaatz-Sulgrove, Peck, & McLaughlin, 2002), no one
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method has been found to be effective for all children
(Ceprano, 1981).
10
Fluency is typically thought of in terms of
how quickly a child is able to read a given text, but

also involves how accurately and expressively a text
is read. Fluency has been linked to comprehension
and in recent years has been more emphasized in
reading instruction (Lipson & Wixson, 2003).

WRITING
Tapping, deleting, tapping, deleting,
tap,
tap,
tap.
delete,
delete,
delete,
stop.
I have the worst case of worditis.
Ideas crashing, mood crumpling, my writerly spirit has the measles.
Ave the gel pen, a modern plume to pull me out.
This unfeathered tool, sleek and smooth, makes public
words I have forgotten,
ideas I have abandoned,
feelings I have denied.
On paper, gel pools, thinking floods, and the writer in me shows up

-always in blue.
scribble,
doodle,
sweep,
drop,
loop,
cross,
dot.
My voice in ink-there's something Jane Austen about that.
What are the rituals of writing?
For me, they begin with the rituals of thinking-with a pen.
S. Rebecca Leigh
Rochester, MI
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Teaching Isn't for a Sissy
Teaching is no simple matter. It takes hard work, determination, joy and humor:
part craft,
part art,
part technique,
part politics,
part academics,
part conversation,
part enjoying people,
part reading,
part thinking,
part planning,
part reflecting,
part play,
and it takes time and reflection to develop an ease within such a complex role. However, me, the effort makes
sense, for I've had a special opportunity to see young people grow and have enjoyed having a positive and caring
role in their lives. There is nothing like watching a child read. Finding a note that states "r lik you a lot" is
special too. Almost better than that is getting a hug from a college grad who then announced "I wouldn't have
done this without you."

Ginny Muller
Birmingham, MI
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